SUNDAY 12 DECEMBER 1993 




THEOBSERVER 


Memphis businessman admits to 


I Exclusivg 


Andrew Billen 


A RETIRED American business- 
man has confessed to hiring the 
assassin of civil rights leader Mar- 
tin Luther King. The business- 
man, from Memphis, Tennessee, 
has applied for immunity ftx>m 
prosecution in return for naming 
the gunman and others behind 
the killing, 25 years ago. 

His testimony and that of four 
other wimesses also seeking im- 


munity apparently exonerates 
James Earl Ray, who is serving a 
99-year sentence for the crime. 
Ray has long fought to prove his 
innocence. Although there has 
been much circumstantial evi- 
dence pointing to a conspiracy, 
this is the first time a principal 
participant has confessed. 

King was killed on the balcony 
of the Lorraine Motel in Mem- 
phis on 4 April 1968. Ray, who 
was on the run from Jail and had 
rented a room in a boarding 
house opposite the motel, was 
jailed after a two-and-a-half hour 


hearing in 1969. The prosecution 
claimed he acted alone — the 
‘lone white racist* explanation. 

The evidence of the five ‘con- 
spirators* — two men and three 
women — claims : 

■ The killer was not Ray; 

■ The shot that killed King 
came fix>m the shrub area facing 
the Lorraine, not fr-ora Ray’s 
rooming house, as alleged by ^e 
prosecution in 1969; 

■ The man who hired the killer 
was paid in *voluraes of large 
bills* and retrieved the murder 
weapon after the shooting; 


■ The hirer was assured that a 
‘decoy* (presumably Ray) had 
been arranged who would take 
the blame for the killing. 

According to the businessman, 
who is white, the gunman was a 
local man with a reputation as a 
shot. He received $10,000. It is 
not known if he is sl^ alive. 

The conspirator owned a busi- 
ness near the Lorraine. He went 
on to become a multi-millionaire, 
building his empire on the 
$100,000 reward for organising 
King’s assassination. He claims 
he was contracted by two men. 
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one, now dead, a prominent local 
entrepreneur associated with 
New Orleans, and another stiU 
living in Tennessee. ‘New 
Orleans* can be read as a syn- 
onym for the Mafia. 

Two of the other four now 
seeking immunity were black 
women who worked for the busi- 
nessman. A fourth wimess, also a 
black woman, was his lover. She 
says she saw him breathlessly 
enter his premises holding the 
rifle after tiie shooting. The fifth 
wimess, a black male, says he was 
approached later by the business- 


man to ‘take care* of people ‘who 
knew too much*. 

The five came forward only 
reluctantly. It seems they became 
convinced that a 1 6-year investi- 
gation by Dr Bill Pepper, Ray’s 
lawyer, would sooner or later lead 
to their prosecution. They prefer 
to volunteer the truth in return 
for immuni ty. 

The fact of their application 
has been confirmed by their law- 
yer, Lewis Garrison, who has vid- 
eotaped their statements. The 
five have also been interviewed by 
a private detective who has 


spoken at length to The Observer. 

Dr Pepper, who has repre- 
sented Ray since 1988, believes 
the new evidence will clear his 
client. He has become frustrated, 
however, by the reluctance of 
John Pierotti, the District Attor- 
ney-General in Memphis, to con- 
sider the immimity requests sub- 
mitted to him in June. 

Last Wednesday, Wayne 
Chastain, a local attorney acting 
on Dr Pepper’s instructions, ap- 
plied for a hearing before a Grand 
Jury in Tennessee in which he 
will name the five and put on 


record their confessions. He is 
asking for the witnesses to be sub- 
poenaed to give evidence in 
return for immunity. 

Dr Pepper said: *I believe the 
trail ultimately leads back to the 
FBI director, J. Edgar Hoover, 
and particular associates of his in 
the business and intelligence 
communities. I am convinced 
that in the not too distant future 
the world will have a very good 
idea of who was really behind Dr 
King’s assassination.’ 

The conspirator confesses, 
page 27 





